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" It's embarrassing/' he said.

"Why?"

"The author keeps pointing a torch at real people
and saying, ' Look ! There is my servant, Ali. You
see, although he's an Arab he can scratch his armpit
just like a European can. And look ! There's a photo
of him eating off a plate! '

" The author," my friend said, " treats the Arabs as
if they were specimens in a zoo. It's bad enough in
fiction, but when it's real people that are being written
about, it's embarrassing."

That is partly the reason for my escape into fiction to
describe Suleiman and Hassan.

I met Suleiman at a bar in Damascus on New Year's
Eve. The friend who introduced us told me that he
was a promising young journalist. He was dressed in
a brown suit which seemed only just to contain his
ample limbs which bulged out awkwardly. His jowl
and his assurance made him look about forty, but
Syrians age quickly after adolescence, and I was not
surprised when he told me he was twenty-nine. He had
a moon-shaped face and his fleshy nose was dominated
by thick horn-rimmed spectacles. His complexion was
pallid. He was obviously tired, but he took my hand
warmly and folded it between his soft, well-cushioned
fingers. He spoke fluent English in a monotone, and
welcomed me charmingly and ordered a bottle of wine.
At first he was rather reserved about himself, but when
I ordered another bottle of wine he tried to stop me
paying for it, and after we had settled our friendly
argument he became less reticent.

"Tophole bottle this/' he said.    "One of the last